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The loss of millions of children each year to vaccine preventable diseases is a statistic which haunts me. Best estimates are that 2.5 million children under the age of five die each year from pneumonia. When I have the opportunity to present our research at both national and international conferences and when lecturing to students I show an image of a Boeing 747 aircraft and ask "…..
is it acceptable to you that an aircraft such as this leaves your local airport, fully laden with small children less than five years of age approximately every hour and never returns? This is equivalent to the global impact of vaccine preventable pneumonia".
The morbidity figures for respiratory infections are even more staggering.
About 150 million new cases of pneumonia in young children occur every year in developing countries. Middle ear infections are the most common childhood illness with tens of millions of children affected by this disease and many suffering hearing loss as a result. While otitis media affects virtually every child on the planet, those most at risk are the children of developing countries and those within Indigenous nations of advanced western countries such as Australia. Many of these children will never reach their full potential due to the serious sequalae of otitis media. The sad reality of this situation is that we have the vaccines available and the know-how to rapidly develop new 2 of 12 vaccines to significantly reduce the mortality and morbidity of childhood respiratory infections.
My first exposure to the overwhelming burden of childhood respiratory infections came on a trip to the highlands of Papua New Guinea in the late 1970's. I was visiting the PNG Institute of Medical Research, then directed by Dr Michael Alpers, to participate in a malaria serology study and to design a study of mucosal immune competence in children whose upper airways are endemically colonised with very high bacterial loads within weeks of birth. I was galvanised by a ward round at Goroka Base Hospital where there were a number of children with severe pneumonia and little hope of survival despite the excellent care that the hospital provided. Many of these children presented to hospital too late for effective intervention. As part of the research, I also visited highland villages where the extent of respiratory disease in the adult population was clearly evident. When I returned to Australia my research became focussed on characterising the human mucosal immune system and the development of mucosal immunisation strategies for bacterial respiratory infections.
My own childhood was one of amazing freedom. I was born into a farming family. My mother's family had been pioneers in Australia's Northern Territory but their property was lost in the Great Depression. Her father worked as a farm labourer and she had to move away from home to train as a nurse. She graduated as dux of her class. My father's family had small land 3 of 12 holdings in northern New South Wales and he often supplemented the family's farm income by droving sheep. I have fond memories of "helping" him in the woolshed at shearing time and watching him adjust red hot iron shoes so that they fitted each of the horse's hooves. Later in his life he became quite a successful small businessman operating a convenience store on the outskirts of town. Growing up in rural New South Wales, my early education was provided by Blackfriars Correspondence School and supervised by my mother. We moved off the farm when I was about nine years of age and I had a few short years in the small, three-teacher, Westdale Primary School, before more change. For a boy from the bush who had enjoyed such a free and unstructured early childhood, the transition to a secondary boarding school was something of a challenge. From an academic perspective however, the supervised learning at Farrer Memorial Agricultural High School was probably the best thing for me. When I arrived at the School I was not a very confident child which no doubt reflected my relatively isolated early years.
However, through the efforts of some very dedicated teachers my confidence and self esteem grew. I loved being out in the bush so the weekend geology excursions were a highlight during those years. It was the beginning of my enjoyment of science and the process of enquiry. animal models and applied human research wherever possible.
"We are made wise not by recollection of our past, but by the responsibility for our future."-George Bernard Shaw
